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Introduction
 The ongoing conversation regarding the 
purpose and nature of Christian higher education 
has tended to focus upon the relationship between 
academic content and Christian perspective.1 
That Christian colleges and universities should 
employ similar institutional structures, study the 
same subjects, and prepare students for the same 
types of jobs as their secular counterparts seems to 
be taken for granted.  However, these structures 
are comprised of disciplinary mechanisms, 
procedures, and techniques that have a powerful 
influence upon students.  They have produced an 
institutional language that has normalized certain 
educational practices, establishing the parameters 
for what is considered a legitimate approach to 
higher education within contemporary society and 
within the Christian community.  
 The work of French philosopher Michel 
Foucault explores the nature and function of 
power within cultural life—specifically focusing 
upon how the development of institutions has 
influenced modern, social power relationships. 
Fundamentally, Christianity claims that there has 
been a radical reorientation of power in the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ, but what this 
means for the engagement of cultural life differs 
even within the Reformed tradition—as seen in 
the perspectives of John Calvin, Abraham Kuyper, 
and Jacques Ellul.2  Our primary concern is the 
form of institutional power known as the college 
or the university.  For most Christians, a Christian 
perspective of higher education does not mean the 
total rejection of formal educational structures, but 
neither should it entail an uncritical acceptance. 
Instead, the Christian community must discern 
the theological and philosophical foundations of 
modern educational structures and the manner 
in which they form and shape students—not for 
the sake of endless critique but for the purpose 
of developing alternative structures rooted in a 
biblical understanding of power.
 Using the insights of Michael Foucault and 
Karl Barth, this essay will offer a critique of the 
modern structures of higher education to reveal the 
influence of a corporate discourse that objectifies 
knowledge for the sake of control, utility, and 
the production of economic power.  This critique 
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suggests that the Christian community provide a 
counter discourse, calling for the development of 
educational structures that create space for students 
to claim their human identity in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Foucault’s Critique
 We will base that counter discourse in the work 
of Foucault. A primary theme in Foucault’s work 
is the development of new forms of disciplinary 
power through the creation of institutional 
mechanisms and techniques.  While, historically, 
power manifested itself in a form of subtraction—
the right of a sovereign to take life—Foucault 
argues that modern institutions now generate a 
form of power that produces, grows, and orders 
life.3 This change is evident in institutions like the 
factory, the school, and the prison, which provide 
the social mechanisms necessary for producing 
a “useful population” through the scientific 
application of disciplinary power.  By enclosing 
students, workers, and prisoners in a strategically 
organized space with constant supervision, the 
people in power discovered that subjects could 
be efficiently managed and manipulated.4   The 
keeping track of attendance, constant assessing, 
and assigning of a rank or classification represented 
a “policy of coercions that act upon the body, 
a calculated manipulation of its elements, its 
gestures, its behavior...[,] a machinery of power 
that explores [the human body], breaks it down 
and rearranges it.”5  
 Foucault describes how institutional life 
allowed for the transformation of “the confused, 
useless or dangerous multitudes into ordered 
multiplicities” for the sake of production and 
efficiency.6  This new form of power had enormous 
political and economic implications, resulting in 
the formation of a society in which individuals 
become “meticulously subordinated cogs of 
a machine” through coercion, training, and a 
manufactured state of docility.7 
 A significant by-product of modern 
institutional power, according to Foucault, is the 
production of new forms of knowledge—what 
he refers to as “discourses.”8  These are not simply 
linguistic representations of reality or scientific 
language asserting objective truth; rather,  they 
form a “discursive regime,” which establishes the 
boundaries for legitimate ways of speaking and 
thinking about life within society.9  As new forms 
of disciplinary power are established, they produce 
discourses as a way to legitimize the new social 
order.  These discourses become the unquestioned 
scientific “regime of truth” concerning the 
human condition in the context of modern 
institutional life, establishing the parameters of 
what is considered “normal.”10 The result is the 
legitimization of the status quo and a mad rush to 
uniformity as specific structures, techniques, and 
ways of speaking become the unquestioned truth 
regarding the cultural spheres of human life.  
Christian Higher Education 
 Foucault’s analysis of modern institutional life 
provides an important context for the examination 
of the contemporary structures of higher 
education.  With schooling firmly entrenched 
as the means to economic, political, and social 
progress, higher education has come under the 
influence of a corporate paradigm that applies the 
principles of “scientific management” to teaching 
and learning.11 
 The period of economic growth following 
World War II, along with the continued trans-
formation of work, resulted in a rapid expansion 
of higher education at the close of the twentieth 
century; this rapid expansion further cemented 
the bond between schooling and economic 
progress.12  During this time, administrators began 
to implement business principles (marketing, 
assessment, the development of pre-professional 
programs, etc.) as a way for colleges and universities 
to be competitive and attract students.13  At the 
same time, students came to be seen as customers, 
As new forms of 
disciplinary power 
are established, they  
produce discourses       
as a way to legitimize 
the new social order.
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or, as Jeffrey Williams describes in his essay 
Brave New University, “shoppers at the education 
store, buying a career-enhancing service.”14  This 
approach to education ultimately leads to what 
Williams refers to as the “indentured students 
phenomenon,” as students are forced into certain 
forms of work upon graduation to pay off the debt 
incurred from the cost of a college education.15 
 The deeper consequence of this paradigm 
is seen in the perceived value of teaching and 
learning.16  Henry Giroux writes, “The good life 
in this discourse ‘is constructed in terms of our 
identities as consumers—we are what we buy.’ 
Public spheres are replaced by commercial spheres 
as the substance of critical democracy is emptied 
out and replaced by a democracy of goods, 
consumer lifestyles, shopping malls, and the 
increasing expansion of the cultural and political 
power of corporations throughout the world.”17 
In this context, as academic disciplines are 
increasingly measured by their market value, the 
primary question asked of an area of study is this: 
What type of employment will be available upon 
graduation?18  Institutionally, this question has 
led professional consultants to encourage colleges 
and universities to behave more like corporations–
looking for “market niches” and exchanging 
traditional forms of governance for corporate 
structures.19  The effect upon the curriculum 
has been the normalization of disciplines and 
programs perceived to be economically viable, 
while those deemed to have less vocational utility 
are left to market themselves or face the threat of 
downsizing.  
A consequence of this pragmatic economic 
paradigm has been the production of a new 
discourse within education—a type of scientific 
rhetoric that reduces teaching and learning to 
data and techniques that can be controlled and 
manipulated.  In this context, good pedagogy is 
reduced to effective strategies, high assessment 
scores, and the dissemination of information, 
usually through PowerPoint slides—all for the sake 
of quantification and measurability.  The system 
of grades and credits, combined with an emphasis 
upon productivity—whether it is large amounts 
of reading or the mere cranking out of papers—
reinforces this economic discourse by encouraging 
a shallow engagement of texts and ideas for the 
sake of production.  
A further consequence is the increased 
fragmentation of knowledge.  As students enter 
college seeking a pragmatic path to gainful 
employment, there has developed what Wendell 
Berry refers to as a “specialist ideology enforced 
by a commercial compulsion to satisfy the 
customer….”20 This specialist ideology artificially 
carves up subjects, pitting divisions and 
departments against one another as they work 
to attract students—keeping them busy with 
program requirements.  For Berry, the big picture 
is lost, as we are no longer able to communicate 
across subjects and disciplines.  In this context, 
language becomes a tool for asserting power and 
legitimizing the structures and discourses of the 
status quo.21   
For Christian colleges and universities, 
language usage is further complicated by the 
biblical and theological rhetoric used to justify 
institutional structures.  Such language, along 
with chapel programs and the popular Christian 
“worldview” or “perspective,” is essential for 
distinguishing Christian institutions from 
their secular counterparts.  Yet, given that the 
institutional structures mirror those of secular 
institutions, the corporate discourse remains 
entrenched.  The end result is the cooption of 
biblical and theological rhetoric as it is assimilated 
into the dominant corporate paradigm, implicitly 
associating the kingdom of God and Christian 
calling with the values of a consumer, market-
driven view of higher education, as well as the 
divine sanction of the status quo.  
A Christian Perspective of Higher Education: 
Karl Barth’s Anthropology
 Rather than appropriating modern educational 
structures that perpetuate the discourse of scientific 
management and corporate capitalism, a Christian 
perspective of higher education must fundamentally 
challenge the understanding of human identity that 
undergirds the corporate discourse.  The counter 
discourse offered by the Christian community 
must be rooted in a biblical and theological 
understanding of human identity and must be 
able to seriously engage the contemporary cultural 
situation described by Foucault’s critique.22  While 
I recognize that a variety of perspectives from 
various Christian traditions can and do offer such 
a prophetic critique, I believe that the work of Karl 
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Barth has important implications for our current 
cultural situation. 
 Barth begins his discussion of the human 
person by asserting that all attempts to define 
humanity through scientific or philosophical 
discourse only address what he calls “human 
phenomena”—the symptoms of humanity—and 
are unable to penetrate what he refers to as the 
“real [human].”23   For Barth the only means by 
which we are able to come to a true knowledge of 
human nature is through God’s Word, spoken in 
the true human—Jesus Christ.  He writes, “if we 
select any other starting point for our study, we
shall reach only the phenomena of the human… .
In this case we miss the one Archimedean point 
given us beyond humanity, and therefore the 
one possibility of discovering the ontological 
determination of man.” 23  
 In this way, Jesus Christ is revealed to be the 
covenant partner existing with and for God, as 
well as true humanity existing with and for fellow 
humans.  This idea leads Barth to characterize 
the New Testament as an “incomparable picture 
of human life and character.  What emerges in it 
is a supreme ‘I’ wholly determined by and to the 
‘Thou.’”24  Here, Barth defines human identity 
as a Trinitarian “being in encounter,” which is 
realized in the history of Jesus Christ, in whom we 
discover the true history and identity of humanity, 
existing in relationship with God, humanity, and 
creation.25  
 Here we find a basis for a Christian perspective 
of higher education—the creation of a space in 
which, through our common academic task, 
we are opened to the possibility of encounter as 
we engage in mutual speaking and listening and 
learn to joyfully exist with and for the Other.26  In 
this context, educational structures and practices 
work to create and protect the space necessary 
for students to claim their human identity in 
Jesus Christ as they encounter God, their fellow 
humanity, and the created world.  
 At this point, Foucault’s critique and Barth’s 
theological anthropology intersect.  Just as 
Foucault unmasks the so-called truth claims made 
by the discourses that legitimize modern forms 
of institutional power, so too, Barth believed, 
theology served the university best by acting as “a 
disruptive influence, [reminding] the…sciences 
of their inability to demonstrate their ultimate 
presuppositions, and of the fallibility not only 
of their propositions but even of their norms 
and methods.”27 Barth does not reject science; 
instead, he affirms that science and philosophy 
reveal important truths about what it means to be 
human.28 He is, however, strongly opposed to the 
reduction of human identity to scientific discourse 
and believes that the Christian community must 
always reject such attempts upon biblical grounds. 
The temptation—and often the reality—within 
Christian education is that we allow the prevailing 
scientific discourse to lead the way when it comes 
to the formation of educational structures and 
practices. However, both Foucault’s critique 
and Barth’s theological anthropology provide a 
valuable challenge to the corporate, economic 
interpretation of power and human identity.  
 So what is the place of Christian practices in 
the context of this discussion?   Ultimately, this 
issue requires the full engagement of the Christian 
imagination—to which modern educational 
institutions and structures are vehemently hostile. 
A significant resource for beginning to think 
imaginatively about how such structures might 
look is found within the rich tradition of the 
Christian practices, upon which Barth actually 
draws in the last section of his Evangelical Theology: 
An Introduction.  
The temptation—     
and often the reality—
within Christian 
education is that we 
allow the prevailing 
scientific discourse to 
lead the way when it 
comes to the formation 
of educational structures 
and practices.
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Barth believes that two practices are 
essential for the academic life: prayer and study 
(meditation).  Prayer challenges the tendency 
within academia to make scientific definitions of 
humanity and human experience absolute; instead 
it forces open our closed systems by confronting 
our definitions of reality with the power of Christ’s 
death and resurrection.  Prayer molds our patterns 
of thought, our imagination, and our perspective, 
so that we are open to the word that God speaks 
in Jesus Christ rather than continually baptizing 
our own interpretations of the world.  Christian 
colleges must intentionally make space for the 
form of prayer that challenges the status quo, 
pleads for the Kingdom to come, and opens our 
eyes to presence of Christ in the world.  As we do 
so, we must model and teach students to pray—
both inside and outside the classroom—in a way 
that challenges the contemporary discourse and 
opens us to the power and possibility of Christ’s 
kingdom.  This prayer life is not to suggest that 
the work of the academy is in some way spiritually 
deficient in its own right or that by adding prayer to 
our actions we are increasing the spiritual worth of 
such activities.  Rather, it is done in order to shape 
and form our thoughts and actions in the context 
of a human identity rooted in Jesus Christ.
 Just as important for Barth is the discipline 
of study, by which students seriously engage the 
intellectual and contemplative life.  He argues 
that students should not study just to pass an 
exam or get a degree; instead, students participate 
in the academic life for the sake of becoming a 
learner.29 Helping students become learners means 
fostering an approach to study that does not 
primarily seek economic or political gain but that, 
instead, affirms the importance and worth of the 
subject being explored for its own sake.  Such an 
approach involves engaging each subject in love, 
humility, and willingness to affirm the mystery 
of the other.  The Christian community must 
challenge the dominant economic discourse by 
insisting that students and faculty take their work 
seriously simply for the sake of the work to be 
done.  For this to happen, however, colleges and 
universities must establish structures that minimize 
distractions and create space for inquiry, dialogue, 
and contemplation, consciously dethroning the 
gods of efficiency and production in favor of such 
seemingly inefficient practices as generous reading 
and the engagement of ideas and conversation. 
 While there is more to be said concerning 
the development of structures and practices, the 
primary purpose of this paper has been to engage 
the insights of Foucault and Barth as a critique of 
the corporate discourse prevalent within Christian 
higher education.  For Barth, human identity can 
never be reduced to the scientific discourse of the 
status quo; instead, it must always be rooted in the 
Word, spoken in Jesus Christ.  The responsibility 
of Christian higher education is to establish 
educational structures and pedagogical practices 
that help students lay claim to this identity—
liberating them from the distorted narratives 
found in higher education and opening them to 
the possibility of encounter through the mystery 
of teaching and learning.  
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